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t happened the day [ started my first job as a social worker. T had just
carncd my master’s degree in social work and was looking forward o
applying my studies to a prac tical setting. But suddenly |}ml morning |
suffercd a brain ancurysm that led to aphasia. My life changed dramatically.
Aphasia is caused by damage to the language arcas of the hrain, often
clue 1o a stroke. It is a relatively common condition, one that affects more
than one million Americans, People with aphasia may have trouble putting,
their thoughts into words (expressive aphasia) and/or unclerstanding the
words of others (receptive aphasia). A person with aphasia mav feel as
though his or her thoughts are on the tip of the tongue but cannot think
of the words o express them, Or it may scem  that the person they arve
speaking with is talking in a different language. Aphasia does not cdiminish
a person’s intellect, but inhibits their communication.

My aphasia was devastating. | could no longer communicate with others,
I felt isolated, depressed, and angry. No one around me secemed o under-
stand what was happening, not even many of the nurses at the hospital. It
took enormous energy to sort out even the Hlm])lvsl of ])}n 1ses e con-
struct a response. That was 30 years ago. Since then 've made some
progress, but, like most persons with dpllmld I will probably never regain
my full ability to communicate. 1 stll live with frustration and N)LIIHm
every day. Many persons with aphasia find the stress ol their condition over-
powering and succumb to depression or even suicide.

Some persons struggling with aphasia have found that they cannot tum
to the church for consolation. In fact, church often becomes a negative
place for them. The sermon, as well as much of the rest ol the service, is
incomprehensible. Sunday school becomes a trial that only increases their
sense of isolation. The worst is that no one in the congregation scems 1o
understand. Often people will avoid persons with aphasia because it takes
so much encrgy to converse with them. They just give up uving to engage
them in conversation.

Neither do most people understand the nature of aphasia. A friend of
Mine was approac hed by a member of her congregation who asked herif she
could stull do housework with her condition, She was hurt, because she felt
that houscwork was once of the things she could sdll do. People don’t under-
stand that aphasia does not attect one’s ability to think or to do other activi-
ties, but only to communicate with words. Becausc of avoidance and
misunderstanding, church is often such a negative expervience for persons
with ;11::[1;151;1 that their caregivers may discourage them from attending at all.

How can church leaders and church members be sensitive 1o persons
with aphasia who may be in their midst? How can thev reach out to those
who do not feel comfortable enough to come 1o worship? I've identified
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five wavs pastors can be more supportve to persons with aphasia and help
them to experience God through their interactions.
V. Encowrage their indevest in amnsic and visual arls,

In the \\t't’i\x following mv stroke., 1 struggled o relearn how 1o speak.
Lven simple phrases Tike “'me thivsty™ were tilllu ult to articulate. I was mak-
ing onlv slow and painful progress when mv speech therapist advised me o
vy singing the phrase. Suddenly the words “I'm thirsty™ Nowed out of me!
Through music, I made steady progress.

When I returned to chuarch, Tagain Telcisolated when T couldn’t under-
stand the sermon. But one thing I could understand was the music. I began
to attend the church choir practices and found that listening to and pa-
ticipating in the music helped me 1o reconnect spiritaally in a way that |
could no longer do through words. 1 found that 1 could still sing the old
hvinns. When we sang new songs, T might have 1o sing “la la la™ instead of
articulating the words. Since music is developed in a different part of the
brain, [ had no problem singing a melody.

Churches that have persons with aphasia in their midst may oy (o incor-
porate more musical and visual clements into the service. Recently a pro-
[essor at a seming uy ne .nh\ organized a worship service made up nnl) ol
vistal and musical elements., This service was very meaninglul for me, of
cowrse, but it was also well reccived by those who did not have aphasia,
Visual and musical clements can be appreciated by all members of the con-
gregation and might help o draw persons with aphasia into worship.

Take time Lo Lall with pevsons with aphasia.

Conversations will take longer when a person has 1o sort through every
word that is spoken. But instead ol becoming impatient, allow voursell time
for the interaction, Edith, a friend of mine, has aphasia. She was initi ly
depressed. especially when people avoided talking to her. One day, howev-
e she was walking out of a bookstore and was grected by an Amish WOI:N,
Edith fumbled for words to respond to this woman, Unlike many others,
the Amish woman did not v o finish Edith's sentences for her or exhibit
anv impaticnee with the .\'I)('{‘(i ol her response, Instead, she simply waited
for Ldith o find her words, When Edith had finally managed a short
response, the Amish woman asked another question and again waited for
her o l'vupmul When Edith got home, she told her husband about this
with tears ol jov in her eves, For the Tivst time in weeks. she felt whole.

Pastors might apply this lesson. of course, during pastoral visits by talk-
ing in an unhurried manner and being supportive while persons with apha-
sia ke time to construct aresponsce. IUs often tempting 1o talk only with
other ])(‘()];I(' who are in the same household, talking about the person with
aphasia rather than to him or her, Pastors might also make sure that per-
sons with aphasia do noc fall through the cracks on Sunday mornings by
designating two or three people who are willing to check up on these indi-
viduals every week and have short conversations. These small practices
would mean a lot to those who are ignored much of the time,

Lelpy peysons with aphasia vealize theiv own limitations.

The vruth is that very few persons with aphasia will ever fully regain their
capacity o communicate. Only rarelv do people with aphasia fully heal.
With therapy, persons with aphasia can make significant progress. For
mstance, after 30 vears T have moved from a beginning vocabulauy ol 10
words to being able to speak at public events, But | sall have taouble with
verbs and sometimes mix up prepositions or pronouns. | still cannot follow
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the sermon in church.
Some persons with aphasia may attempt to ignore their condition. Often
in a family seuing a person with aphasia may v to fill old roles. In one
CAse, 4 Wornan \ulh aphasia was used to plaving the role of matriarch in her
family. She wried to take control in planning family gatherings and in com-
municating these plans to the [ amily. This ¢ 111\0([ v lot of frustation
because sln‘ would either wrongly hear or wrongly communicate the infor-
mation. While it is important hn the family to respect a Family member
with aphasia and to keep them engaged in Family life, i is also true that a
person with aphasia must recognize his or her limitations and the necessi-
ty for a different litestyle. [t m: wv be important, then, fora PAsSIoOr 1O encoun-
age persons with Aph.m.t to set realistic goals. Their lives will not be the
same. Every completed conversation is a tr iumph.
A. Connect persons with aphasia to available vesowrces.

Support groups are essential for the wellness of a person with aphasia
and his or her carcgivers. In a world where people often do not understand
their condition, it 1s a relief to talk among people who soruggle with the
same things they do. In my community, an .iph 151 support group meets at
the hmpll.il once a month o talk to cach other about our experiences. We
share our frustrations and our tinmphs and ¢ njov the company off people
who understand when we cannot find words right awav. Isolation is one ol
the hallmarks ol aphasia, but the support group provides a time of ¢ mpll}l\
and connection that can sustain persons with aphasia through the interim.

Although it may not be necessary for pastors to be acrive v involved in
such support groups, they might hclp Lo locate a support group in the area
and encourage the person with aphasia to attend meetings. ' no such sup
port group exists, pastors might even help to gather local persons with
aphasia and their caregivers together o form a group.

The National Aphasia Association can assist pastors in locating such sup-
port groups and providing more information about aphasia. At its \\'vhsiu‘.
www.aphasia.org, the NAA provides lists of support groups in the United
States and Canacda, research updates on relevant topics, and other educa-
tional resources.

Tieat persons with aphasia as individuals.

[t can be casy to sce persons with aphasia only in terms of their condi-
tion. Especially since persons with aphasia cannot communicate easily, it is
common to overlook their individual personalities. However, all advice on
pastoral care for persons with aphasia must be tempered with the caution
Lo treat cach case individually. Some persons with aphasia, for instance, will
not be interested in singing in the choir or are not musicians, Some per-
sons with aphasia are more introverted than others and will want more or
less conversation. To treat any person with dignity is to treat him or her as
an individual, and this applics to persons with aphasia as well.

-'\p]l;t‘-%iil is an isolating and frustrating condition, but it can be softened
by a caring church community and good pastoral care. Pastors ¢ specially
should be aware of aphasia and its emotional ramifications. The v Inust see k
to assuage the pain of solitude by reaching out to persons with (lp[msm and
incorporating them into  the church community. Thev must exhibit
patience and a willingness o relate o these individuals. For persons with
aphasia, these practices can transform the church from another isol ating
experience among many 1o a place of redemption and communion,
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